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 Reaction to Point and Counterpoint 
Bold adventure or missed opportunity 
 
The draft of the first stage of the national curriculum has now been published.  Its final form to be 
presented in December 2010 should be the centrepiece of Labor’s Educational Revolution. All the 
other aspects – personal computers, new school buildings, rebates for uniforms and even the 
MySchool report card – are marginal to the prescription of what is to be taught and learnt in schools. 
The seven authors in this journal’s Point and Counterpoint (Curriculum Perspectives, 30(1) 2010, 
pp.53-74) raise a number of both large and small issues in education as a whole, and in science 
education more particularly. Two of them (Groves and McGarry) make brief reference to earlier 
attempts to achieve national curriculum in Australia. Those writing from New Zealand and USA will 
be unaware of just how ambitious this project is for Australia - a bold and overdue educational 
adventure or a foolish political decision destined to failure, as happened in the later 1970s and the 
1990s. 
 
As one who was heavily involved in the project, I now add some insider comments to these Points 
and Counterpoints.  To begin, it is important to note that it is a bold adventure, since no other 
country with a federal system of education has a national curriculum.   
 
The federal nature of our system is enshrined in the Australian constitution, and manifests itself in 
many practical aspects - term dates and hours of schooling, the place of Year 7, the purpose of the 
preparatory Year, the content for learning, and the ways of its assessment, are just some ways of 
difference.  In addition, a multiplicity of types of schools have been encouraged by government 
funding formulae to exist side by side with the eight government systems. Australia now has virtually 
no “independent” schools in the sense that they receive no government funds.  The diverse 
collection of “private” schools range from “poor” to very “rich” in resource terms. Without much 
more coherence in schooling as a total system, any national curriculum will be very difficult to 
implement with any degree of equity – another of Labor’s intentional goals.  In a country as large as 
Australia, with such widely different demographies, climates, and educational traditions, federal 
differences in curriculum may be more important than a superficially conceived national curriculum. 
Any attempt to produce a national curriculum, thus, had some very major questions to address –  
 
Why a national curriculum? What nature should it take? or What process for development will lead 
to a curriculum superior to the existing ones in the states and territories? How will its worth be 
testable? 
 
In spelling out the case for a national curriculum Minister Gillard usually opened with the fact that 
some 80,000 students change state every year, but without indicating this is less than 3% of the 
Australian school population. Unless there is a case based on the 97+%, it may be better to deal with 
the 80,000 by specially targeted arrangements. Then it was argued that developing ‘a world class 
curriculum” was beyond the resources of individual states and territories, but several of these had, 
in practice, developed new curricula since 2000.  None of these were analysed in detail to identify 
strengths and weaknesses as obvious starting points for the new project. Similarly, no serious 
consideration was given to the nature of recent national curricula in countries that we often see as 
useful comparisons for Australia. 
 
 The Labor government has set itself ambitious targets for students moving from secondary to 
tertiary education – 90% completing Years 11/12 and 40% of students entering higher education, 
including increased participation of socially disadvantaged students.  At the very least, these targets 
might have been a reason for reconceptualising how the senior years of schooling relate to the years 
that precede and follow them, but no such consideration was undertaken. Australian students will 
continue to face in these years a curriculum that has a plethora of optional studies but which, in 
comparison with many other countries, lacks a core of breadth, and limited possibilities for depth, of 
learning. The well known dictum, the more choice in schooling, the less choice, after school, for 
tertiary studies and careers was ignored. 
 
During the development process important questions about mandating, like subjects, starting dates, 
speed of implementation, supporting texts and curriculum materials, and even specific assessment 
methods, were repeatedly met in the development process with mantras rather than answers:  It’s 
up to the states and territories. We are working with the states, not imposing on them.  
 
The Australian Ministers of Education (MCEETYA) in their 2008 Melbourne Declaration on 
Educational Goals for Young Australians provided a vision for education that became the authority 
for the project.  By 2009 it had been narrowed to inducting students into a number of traditional 
subjects, leaving aside the importance of interdisciplinary studies and of integrating learning with 
selfhood and society. 
 
As one of the drafters of the Aim and Rationale for Science and then as an Advisor for the 
development of the Science Curriculum, I will use my experience of the Science process to comment 
on its quality. Under the leadership of Professor Denis Goodrum a statement of an Aim and 
Rationale for science in the curriculum was prepared. In its few words it addressed the pressing 
problem of personal disinterest in science for itself or for careers, pointed to what is the most 
promising pedagogical approach, and emphasised  three strands that were to be interrelated - (i) the 
importance of key science principles, (ii) scientific processes of investigation, and (iii) science as a 
great human endeavour.  This statement set out a 21st C vision for a science curriculum, and it 
provided key criteria that could have been used to assist and check the development of its details.   
 
As indicated earlier for the project as a whole, no effort was devoted to identifying Australian 
students’ problems with school science and their relation to the strengths and weaknesses of the 
existing, state curricula for Science (some very recent). Likewise, overseas examples that may have 
been worthy of consideration were ignored. 
 
For the years P-10, there were repeated strong recommendations from the experts in the Advisory 
Group that a thematic structure be adopted for each year – a very common form for science 
curricula, both here and overseas. Careful choice of the themes would have facilitated the issue of 
student interest, enabled the three strands for Science to be coherently interrelated, and ensured 
important “big ideas” in science were developed.  Each of these attempts was overridden so that the 
content for learning finished up as three disparate columns of much unconnected scientific detail.  
 
In the mid 1990s science was designated, alongside literacy and numeracy as a core subject in the 
primary years, albeit not accorded in any state or territory equivalent time and support.  Since then, 
there have been repeated reports that primary teachers lack the content knowledge and the 
 confidence to make this status a reality.  The long lists of detailed content under the three strands 
for the primary years fail to acknowledge this situation. 
   
The failure to reconceptualise Years 11/12 meant that no priority was given to developing an 
interdisciplinary science subject for students at this level.  The national curriculum for Science, 
hence, made no use of the successful curricular model of 21st C Science in England & Wales, which 
enables all students in Years 10/11 to undertake a Science for Citizenship subject and, if they choose, 
further disciplinary science studies, or an applied science that, in Australia, could serve as a much 
needed bridge from school science to the many science-based vocational courses on offer in TAFE. 
 
Rather, priority was given to developing not very new versions of the four traditional disciplinary 
sciences, that leave out, in the gaps between them, the frontier problems of contemporary science, 
as well as the ways in which science and technology impinges on the lives of these senior students. 
This priority for the four disciplinary sciences in Years 11/12 means that the role of science in Years 
9/10 also remains confusing.  For many students these years can be their last encounter with 
science, but its content is set out in separate disciplinary clusters, although in reality is that the 
serious disciplinary teaching begins in Year 11.  
 
Since the late 1980s Australia has seen marked shifts in the administration and practices of 
education from expertise to bureaucratise. These shifts are associated with education becoming 
identified with the concepts of the market, competition, global competitiveness, and choice.  In such 
a climate, accountability replaces trust in schools and teachers and, what can be simply measured or 
audited, becomes what is important.  The development process for the national curriculum took 
Australia one further large step on this pathway. Expertise was engaged only sessionally, leaving 
curriculum bureaucrats in charge in reality. The two expert groups for Science, the Advisors and the 
Writers, never once met face to face. The suggestions of the former were un-minuted and filtered to 
the Writers by project managers.  Expert suggestions (and there were no lack of them) were often 
ignored, or so modified that they were unrecognizable.  
 
 One can only assume that such gross overturning of expert advice is due to stronger political and 
bureaucratic pressures, namely, to turn the richness of a subject’s knowledge into little bits that will 
be assessable by paper and pencil testing.  Both national political parties seem wholly committed to 
such controlled accounting, despite the seriously limiting consequences it has for education as a 
whole, and for the learning of science in particular. 
 
The major questions about a national curriculum with which I began this comment remain 
unanswered, and so what could have been a positive educational adventure has largely become a 
missed opportunity. 
 
Peter J Fensham 
Em. Professor of Science Education, Monash University, Adj. Professor, QUT 
p.fensham@qut.edu.au, 07 3392 1246 
14A Wilkins St East, Annerley, QLD 4103. 
 
